In the process of conversion, one of the greatest challenges faced by Arab Muslims who choose to follow a Christian faith, is determining how to relate to their birth communities, especially their immediate families. They continue to identify with their family and desire to function within its communal system and expectations, but also desire to be true to their new faith. For most converts in the Middle East, ceasing to adhere to the Islamic creed per se is not an act of apostasy, but declaring that one has left Islam and chosen another faith is, and is seen as an act of rebellion by the community. The process of self-disclosure, or "coming out", is complex, and many converts consider their decision about how to do this to be very important. There are various approaches converts may take, and various ways their families may respond, but one implicitly shared understanding between many converts and their families may be labelled "don't ask, don't tell", whereby converts speak openly about their changed beliefs without explicitly declaring they have converted, and their families respond in kind, deliberately not asking if they have converted, in order to maintain a strong relationships with their loved ones.
1 Background A study of "coming out" is effectively informed by some sociological and anthropological concepts which date back several decades. Sociological literature on deviance, for example, was well-developed in the 1960s (most notably Robert Merton's seminal 1968 work on the topic), but remained largely undeveloped after that, until the past decade. Conversion out of Islam is, as will be described further below, an act of social deviance, that is, a banned or controlled behaviour which is likely to attract punishment or disapproval (Downes and Rock 2003:24-25) . Within deviance studies, Goffman's (1963) discussion of stigma is particularly relevant, that is, how deviants are perceived by, and interact with, those around them. More recently, studies of deviance and stigma have been further developed to apply to specific societal issues, such as financial criminality (Baumer and Gustafson 2007 , Cao et al 2010 , Baron 2011 and alternate sexual orientations (Armstrong 2002 , Bybee et al 2009 , Carnelly et al 2001 . This discussion will draw upon such applications of these theories, applying them to the process of selfdisclosure a convert undergoes with regards to his/her birth community.
The concepts of stigma and deviance are further illuminated by classical anthropological literature on honour and shame, which have been frequently explored in ethnographic studies of Arab and Mediterranean communities. Most Arab Muslim converts come from highly communal cultures, where relationships with others take precedence over one's own priorities (Bourdieu 1965:212) . In their communities, honour is rooted in reputation, respect, and self-respect, situating an individual's identity as a member of the group. It guides decisions about how to behave, since the group shares a definition of what is and is not honourable behaviour. It also helps individuals to have a clear sense of their ties and loyalty, in the sense that their own virtuous behaviour reflects well on the entire group. Furthermore, community members are regularly assessing how others perceive them because their identity is rooted in how they are perceived by other members of their community.
Virtuous, or good, behaviour is determined by ascertaining what most respects the group, or the community. It is motivated by a desire to do the very best for the sake of those one loves: Bourdieu quoted Montesquieu (d. 1755) in describing this worldview: "What is forbidden by honour is even more forbidden when the laws do not forbid it; and what honour prescribes, is even more obligatory when the laws do not demand it" (in Bourdieu 1965:230) . There is a code of rules which is as often as not unspoken. Each group has its own code: each family, each village, each tribe has some degree of expectations that are understood by all members of the group. Identity as a member of the group is then affirmed through knowledge of these codes (Peristiany 1965 , deSilva 2000 . Indeed, a sense of knowledge about one's community's rules and expectations is very important for converts to feel confident in their role as members of their families and, hence, their own sense of self.
In many communities of the Middle East, decisions are most frequently made according to how any given action will reflect on the individual, his/her kin and his/her community (Baker 2003:24) . The expectations of the larger community take precedence over what is best for one individually. Where adherence to the religion of the community is expected, a publicly declared choice of a different religion is therefore deviant, since it will likely be perceived as a decision to respect one's own personal inclinations over the priorities of the community.
Islam is a religion of individual salvation and judgement, but the religion was birthed into a highly communal culture. For the most part, the Qur'an nor the sayings and practices of the Prophet Muhammad do little to challenge the communal, honour-based nature of society, though it may be argued that neither do they explicitly affirm the importance of communal honour. Nonetheless, as the early teachings of Islam solidified into doctrines, value for community also became a part of Muslim tradition. The umma, that is, the community of Muslim believers, is a key concept in Muslim doctrine. The predominant narratives of Islamic history have been written so as to ensure that its credibility lies in that of the umma, and the political success of the umma in its early years has been used frequently in Muslim discourse to validate the religion and its preeminence. Therefore, community and community honour have been upheld as key values in many Muslim communities, perhaps most notably those of the Arab Middle East (Zeid 1965 , Moughrabi 1978 , Dodd 1973 , Ahmed 2003 .
This emphasis on community honour may be contrasted with an evangelical Christian theology which proclaims Christianity as a religion of shame, by holding up events such as Christ's death, as well as the persecution of Christians and their willingness to suffer shame for Christ during the religion's early history. Not all strains of Christianity value shame in this way, but evangelical Christianity often does, and it is to evangelical Christianity that many Arab Muslims choose to convert. Thus, they are leaving a worldview and a community where honour, and their social role in upholding that honour, is of utmost importance. They are replacing it with something which does not overtly provide them with a sense of honour or community, at least not in the same way. This provides them with a degree of freedom: on one hand, they may feel they lack guidance in how to live in a way that is true to their changed loyalties, but on the other hand, they may be able to develop an approach to their home communities which is sensitive to the priorities of their loved once.
Community Interests and Concerns
In honour-orientated communities, what is not known or stated, is innocuous. The key is perception rather than reality. This stands in contrast to evangelical Christianity, which places a strong emphasis on personal beliefs and provides little guidance on external expression of these beliefs. It is therefore likely that many undergo a private faith change and yet never declare this openly. They do this out of respect for the community, or fear of the community, or some combination of the two. In other instances, there is simply no possible way of communicating this, or at least the convert sees no viable option.
For example, a young Muslim woman felt that her family gave her no choice when she first converted 2 : Families often feel some degree of shame even when there is merely a potential conflict in the family or community. However, this may be contained within the family. If shame has already befallen the wider community, though, such as by a stigma like a member's conversion being known, then it is important to remove that shame and its source. Therefore, it is usually easier and preferable to avoid and preempt any public shaming, that is, to prevent any open knowledge of the stigma. Ultimately, exposing a "wrong" act, that is, an act that goes against the community's code, is actually the cause of division. This, then, means that the act of exposing an act is the wrongdoing, rather than the act itself.
To further clarify this concept, perceptions of homosexuality in the West, up until recently in some communities and currently in other communities, provide a useful comparison. Gay tendencies are not stigmatised the way that a public homosexual orientation is. The policy of the U.S. military until recently, that of "don't ask, don't tell" ensured that as long as someone did not self-describe as homosexual, the military was happy to assume that s/he was heterosexual. The wrong act was that of coming out, not of privately acknowledging personal gay tendencies. In highly communal cultures, where perception is even more important, many things are allowable in private that are not accepted if witnessed by others.
"Coming-out" is the act of erasing honour, or instilling shame, and is seen as an act of rebellion.
Conversion out of Islam is widely recognised as apostasy from Islam, a crime traditionally considered as warranting the death sentence (Slaughter 1993 , Werbner 1996 , Ahmed 2003 , Garces 2010 , Davis 2011 .
When taken in this framework, apostasy can be conceived as an act of verbalising something that makes the family look bad, which makes the family feel the need to expunge it. Announcing new beliefs is an act of rebellion against the family, and it is actually somewhat irrelevant to faith because faith is individual and what is in the heart does not matter.
If someone does openly convert, it is taken as an insult to Islam. Indeed, apostasy from any religious institution is hurtful to those left behind. Because the umma is so important in Islam, though, the hurt may be even greater. An insult to Islam is taken as an insult to each member of the umma. Furthermore, it is illegal in most Muslim-majority countries to stop being a Muslim, and many Muslims believe that it is utterly impossible to leave Islam. Even if families accept the new beliefs of their loved one, the umma will not, and if a convert's family supports him/her open apostasy the family is tainted with the same shame and may be punished accordingly by the wider community or, in some countries, by the political process (for example, through ostracism or intimidation). Open apostasy, therefore, forces people who love the apostate to take sides.
The sense of offence and hurt when someone from a Muslim background in the Middle East adopts a Christian set of beliefs, is exacerbated by the fact that the Arab world, indeed most Muslim countries, have felt offended and wrongly dominated by the Christian West for years (Ahmed 2003 :46, Lewis 2007 :65, Makris 2007 . So conversion to Christianity, rather than to a different religion or to atheism, is felt as adding insult to injury. It is taken as an offence and a provocation to the entire community.
Coming out: some key points Most Arab Muslims who choose to follow a Christian faith likely desire to uphold their families' honour. In other words, their hesitance to "come out" is a form of self-control out of loyalty to their loved ones. I met many converts during my field research who told me that it was this sense of loyalty that held them back from shouting their new beliefs from the proverbial rooftops in the early days after their conversion.
When and if the desire to be loyal is gone, however, converts in the Middle East still feel an obligation and a degree of pressure from their community, knowing that there will be consequences if they deviate openly from that which is expected of them. Leaving Islam is, for almost all people born into a Muslim family, a form of deviance. Islam means submission and loyalty to Islam is assumed; if it fails, the umma is likely to react by imposing control. Self-disclosure, an individual "coming out", especially if done explicitly and publicly, may be seen as an act of selfishness, while staying discreditable may be considered an act of loyalty.
Goffman's conceptualisation of stigma helps shed light on this. Conversion is a stigma in a religiously cohesive community: when most members of a community are Muslim, those few who have left Islam are stigmatised. A person with a stigma can be either "discredited", or "discreditable" (Goffman 1963:57) . The stigma of the discredited is already known by those around him/her. The stigma of the discreditable is not yet known -a discreditable person is someone who has a secret. As suggested above, in strongly cohesive communities which value honour, to be discreditable is paramount to not actually having a stigma at all. Again, this is parallel to the LGBT who has not come out: they have a stigma but it
has not yet stigmatised them in society because they have kept it a secret.
It is common to tell strangers first. People with whom there is no ongoing relationship, nor any likely future relationship, are least threatening to the stigmatised. In contrast, dear friends and family are the ones whose relationship will be altered forever when someone shares his/her stigma. So a stranger is likely the first to be welcomed into a circle of trust. Similarly converts were happy to tell me, as a foreign visitor in the Middle East, their story, even if few if any of their family or friends knew. Next, stigmatised are most likely to tell those who share the stigma. They find support among others with a similar experience. Family, then, is often the last to know (Goffman 1963:65) . Research into the coming-out process among gays has indicated that coming out to parents is the most challenging, but also most definitive, moment in the coming-out process (Hill 2009 :353, Carnelley et al 2011 .
As stigmatised decide to whom they will tell what, their lives may become extremely complex, with different people knowing different degrees of information about their identity and stigma: . However, converts often acknowledge that the decision to come out is an individualistic decision, something they are doing for their own good rather than for the sake of their loved once: to some extent it is a decision that their own priorities take precedence over those of the community.
Coming can be done in many ways: it can be done through confrontation, it may take the form of flight from the family home, it may be expressed in choice of spouse (usually choosing a person who shares the stigma as a life partner), or it may happen unintentionally when the stigmatised is found out by a friend or loved one. The stigmatised usually want to maintain control over when/how they come out -the most difficult challenge for them may be the effects of being caught before they are ready to explain themselves. Research among gay men indicates that there is a strong tie between maintaining control of the coming-out process and psychological health (Bybee et al 2009 , Hill 2009 ).
Stigmatised people not only need to be prepared to come out, but they also should be able to explain their stigma in a way that feels right to them and is clear to their families. For example, a convert to a Christian faith might announce, "I'm now a Christian", or say, "I have read the Bible and fell in love with
Jesus", or various other things; when under pressure after being discredited, they will be able to respond to that pressure much more confidently if they can defend their statement and be sure it reflects what they actually believe. They should be confident that it will communicate the true meaning of their conversion to their loved ones.
Baptism and other rituals of faith, such as recitation of a creed or participation in the eucharist, are an important step in the discrediting process. They are often the way in which "coming out" happens.
Baptism is an act which clearly discredits and applies the stigma of conversion to the newly baptised. It is a point of no return, and it is an act of affiliating to a new community. Other Christian rituals can play a similar role.
Some families, however, may preempt a discrediting in order to avoid shame. If they see it coming they may fight against it. They might try to discourage the potential convert from spending time with
Christians or reading a Bible, for example, even forcing a teenage child to stay home and drop out of school, or beating a sibling senseless as a warning. This may indeed slow the stigma of apostasy, and when and if the individual eventually converts, will likely discourage him/her from coming out quickly. On the other hand, I have met individuals who experienced such kinds of pressure and, in their narrative, the family pressure actually often inspired them to consider a new faith even more actively than before.
One young woman told me: Defiance of her family inspired her to learn more about Christianity; when her teacher and her family began to pressure her, she had not yet actually decided. But, at the same time, her family's reaction did make it clear to her that when she decides she should not announce it.
Indeed, discrediting before a deviant decision has been made can evoke deviance. Obvious suspicion by the family can incite more curiosity and become a self-fulfilling prophecy. This may be particularly true in Arab Muslim communities, where the Bible is well-known as the Christian book, and Jesus and Mary are well-known symbols of the Christian religion. Hence any association with those can evoke a response which can affect the conversion process itself.
Again, when viewed in this perspective, one might conceptualise conversion not as a shift in beliefs, but rather as an act of rebellion against one's community and culture. It is difficult, and in some families perhaps even impossible, to "come out" without disrupting the family; the family then will perceive the disruption as the conversion, rather than the beliefs that caused the disruption in the first place.
What Converts do with regards to their communities' honour Some converts remain committed to preserving their communities' honour, while other converts feel that their conversion must entail a rejection of everything about their community, including those things which it holds as honourable but to which the convert may no longer adhere. Most people who have changed faith maintain some degree of family loyalty but also some degree of celebration of freedom from the code of rules they previously were expected to follow.
Some converts are deeply committed to challenging the ways of their community, including their sense of honour in and of itself: "I care about not caring". Conversion, for them, is in fact as much about challenging the culture, or rebelling, as it is about beliefs. They may not outwardly apostasise, but they will look for opportunities to commit small acts of defiance. One young man explained: Other converts also challenge their communities, even rebelling from tradition, but do so in a way that is intended to demonstrate that their rebellion is actually an honourable way of acting. They may continue following the rules of their community, but protest the claim that their decision to follow a Christian faith is deviant. They may or may not succeed, but they make decisions based on a desire to convince their loved ones that their new faith fits within the community's sense of honour. A woman explained:
"I wanted to be baptised immediately. I saw it as a testimony, and so there would be no sense in doing it in secret. I couldn't do it publicly as long as my parents were opposed to any church involvement, so when they [left the country] I started to make plans for my baptism. But it turned out that the date I had set was two weeks after they returned. Some people told me this was wrong, but I had made up cards inviting colleagues (at this point I was teaching [school])
and pretty much everybody I met."
There are also many converts who seek to win their family over by following all the other rules and avoiding discussion of their conversion. Sometimes they wait to announce their decision until they feel confident their family believes they are honourable people, while other times they win their family's affection back by demonstrating their honour over time. After all, it is also a defining characteristic of an honourable person that s/he is a visibly good person, who contributes to the community in some noticeable and significant way. So they may work hard at school and career in order to win them over. A woman shared with me the success of her brother in doing this: In this narrative, it is worth noting that his sisters never received such consideration for their honourable behaviour; this approach is generally much more plausible for a man than for a woman.
Perhaps the most common approach I identified in my research was "don't ask, don't tell": As long as they can pretend it is not there, then it is not there. Family honour is intact, and converts can live according to their conscience in their new faith, including sometimes participating in overtly Christian activities, as long as they do not explicitly declare that they are converts. A woman who has never directly told her parents that she is a convert explained why she opted for this approach: With her parents she also avoids confrontation and they avoid confrontation with her, but they talk with her about Christianity and religious history because they know she has studied it. Even so, she still does not tell them she has actually left Islam and selected a different path, and she tries to avoid confronting or challenging them. She has told a few siblings when they decided they, too, wanted to convert. But only then.
Don't Ask, Don't Tell
Ibn Khaldun wrote (d. 1406): "(Respect for) blood ties is something natural among men, with the rarest exceptions... One feels shame when one's relatives are treated unjustly or attacked, and one wishes to intervene between them and whatever peril or destruction threatens them" (Khaldun 1967:98) . Most stigmatised people do in fact want to protect their family out of a sense of loyalty expressed through responsibility and obligation to each other; by choosing not to flaunt or explicitly declare their changed faith, they can do this.
On the part of the family, there needs to be some wilful turning of a blind eye to changed behaviour, if honour is to be preserved. They love their deviant family member, and so they work together to erase the shame. They ignore signs of change, they do not ask questions, and they choose not to suspect that the stigma exists even when all the signs are there. Perhaps it is too obvious to ignore, but they still try to do so, and ask their deviant loved one to refrain from flaunting his/her new identity.
A young man I interviewed insisted that his family does not know about his faith, even though his brother once saw him go to church and his father then confronted him about it. For families opting for don't ask, don't tell, it is better not to know, because if they do not know then they can pretend it is not there. The convert is often eager to believe that his/her family does not see anything and remains confident that his/her honour in the community is secure, at least until s/he or someone else chooses to reveal their apostasy. This is the unspoken rule of a community where perception is key.
Sometimes the signs of stigma are so obvious they seem impossible to ignore, but both deviant and family still choose to ignore them, because once a person is fully discredited, once the conversion is openly announced, the family must react. Their loyalty to their wider community and to the umma means that they will no longer be able to ignore it.
Don't ask, don't tell is often not difficult to achieve in Arab Muslim communities because conversion is unthinkable for so many families. They often cannot even imagine it. After all, they have always believed that Islam is the culmination of religions and Muhammad the last of the Prophets, and they always assumed that no one would ever want to leave this for something more antiquated such as Christianity.
Furthermore, legal conversion out of Islam is impossible in most Arab countries. Indeed, converts themselves often explained that it took them a long time learning about the Bible and Jesus until they could even consider converting; usually it took meeting another convert for them to think of it as a possibility, something they could even consider.
So, the fact it is unthinkable is a source of freedom for a convert to continue within his/her community.
Much can be said openly: changed values, changed practices, changed language, and changed friends are all present and visible. The only thing that remains hidden is the faith, though an argument could be made that the changed faith is also revealed, simply not verbalised. This woman's narrative illustrates how complete the disclosure may be, and yet allow their families to preserve their sense of honour. Different people have different ways of negotiating their apostasy in their communities. Those who have managed to express their change to their families without directly declaring apostasy have been able to move past the stigma and live their lives without such a strong sense that they are carrying a secret, but also without giving up their family or their culture. As their communal heritage taught them, they focus on the needs of the community but they also hold their individual beliefs with integrity.
